On the Eve of the Camino de Santiago 

2 June 2007
(Roncesvalles)

Sunny Spain it certainly was not when we got to Roncesvalles, our starting point. Maybe it’s too near the French Pyrenees. It was cold, wet and windy – hardly a propitious beginning to our near 800 km walk on the Camino.
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	On arrival, all us peregrinos made straight to the monastery office to fill up the necessary forms and get our pilgrim passports (at €1 each). The woman in charge made it perfectly clear that she was distributing forms and explaining the rules for the millionth time in her life, and that she wasn’t enjoying it. She was curt, unsmiling, and not particularly helpful.

The passports entitled us, as peregrinos, to rudimentary accommodation at refugios and albergues. Passports are stamped as you go along – at albergues, refugios, churches and sometimes bars -- as evidence that you’ve actually passed through the towns on the Camino. 

To get your final compostela (or pilgrim certificate), it is mandatory to WALK the last 100 km or cycle the last 200 km.


The other item that peregrinos carry is the scallop shell, a symbol that has been used since the 11th century. These days, they are mass produced and sold at €2.50 each at the monastery shop. Later, I was to find that that they are sold at 80 euro cents at Santiago! There have been many explanations for this shell symbol, many of which fuse romance, (in the Arthurian rather than the Barbara Cartland sense of the word) legend and pagan beliefs. 
However, a more mundane explanation has been that peregrinos in ancient days used it to scoop up water to drink.
	Roncesvalles is a small village, but attracts many tourists and day trippers all the same, probably because of its historical associations with Charlemange and Roland. It is not my place to account for the what, why, where, and how of history. 

Suffice it to say that there is the small, warm and cosy Collegiate Church (built in 1219 in the French Gothic style) with its many stained glass windows, and which contains the crypt of Sancho VII where he lies with his wife. 

There is also the Silo of Charlemange where Charlemange was supposed to have buried Roland, his most loyal knight, when he was killed together with the rearguard.
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A group of men wearing sheep skins round their waists and tall dunce caps on their heads attracted a fair bit of attention as they hopped forward and backward, jangling the giant cowbells which they wore on their behinds. I had no clue as to the significance of this rather ungainly performance.
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	Some albergues keep strict opening and closing times, and the Roncesvalles albergue is one of these, so we waited, wrapped up and trying to keep warm, at the entrance to the monastery office for the albergue to open at 4 pm. 

As we waited, dripping wet walkers started coming in from the Pyrenees. One was the remarkable Belgian, Chris, who had been walking for eight weeks starting from his hometown, Brussels, and who was still admirably cheerful and upbeat.
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However, because of the cold, and because more and more peregrinos were arriving, they decided to open the albergue at 2 pm. To say that I was stupefied by the size of the albergue would be an understatement. 
Imagine a humungous cavern of stone with row upon row of bunk beds arranged side by side, two together, which can be quite an uncomfortable arrangement if you were traveling solo. Indeed, there were 120 beds in total in addition to mattresses on the floor for late-comers. Imagine more than 120 people in close proximity packing, unpacking, changing into or out of their clothes, journal writing, laughing, talking in at least five or six different languages, etc and you get a fair idea of what  life in an ant hill is like. 
I had expected the stone building to vibrate with snores that night, but it was surprisingly quiet.
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The hospitaleros (volunteers) were friendly and spoke English, an ability I had not learned to appreciate yet at this point.

A peregrinos’ mass at the Collegiate Church that evening lent an air of sobriety, solemnity and sense of spiritual purpose to the Camino enterprise, which would otherwise be just another long walk. At the end of the mass, each peregrino received the priest’s blessing.
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The day ended appropriately with the pilgrim’s meal of green pea soup (just the thing for a cold day), trout (beautifully tender and succulent), fries, generous helpings of bread, vino tinto and yoghurt for dessert. We shared a table with a Dutch cyclist and an Italian couple.
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	keithypoo on Jul 10, '07
junglewallah wrote
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I added my copy of Margaret Drabble’s Seven Sisters to the albergue library, the only evidence of my fleeting stay in Roncesvalles [image: image13.png]



Hoohoo! I will look out for it when it's my turn to go! I'm looking forward to daily journal updates, or updates whenever possible. The photos look amazing!
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	junglewallah on Jul 11, '07
keithypoo wrote
daily journal updates [image: image15.png]



That's going to take as much time as the walk, most possibly longer. Hopefully, I won't run out of steam.
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	jancan  on Jul 11, '07
junglewallah wrote
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And I'm not complaining. :-))))) 
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	janstu on Jul 22, '07
Your style of writing gives me the feeling that I was there myself. Fascinating!
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Thanks, Jan. If it has that kind of effect, I'd have half succeeded in what I'm setting out to do -- to try and convey some feel of a very long walk in 30 blogs, provided I can sustain it. It's very hard to explain the Camino unless you've walked it yourself because it is not just a physical walk.


